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HPHE agile Ctenocephalides canis, with the aid of his 
-™- powerful legs, jumped out of reach just in time to 
avoid being m^s hed by the ponderous paw of the mongrel 
dog. He had just finished a heavy meal and had barely had 
time to retract his labrum from the warm, salty bloodstream 
before he felt the tension in the dog's muscles signalize a 
forthcoming blow. The flea could jump a distance almost 
equal to one hundred times his body length, and he was 
well out of reach by the time the dog started to scratch the 
spot with his hind foot. 
His hunger momentarily satisfied, the flea jumped off 
to find the other three fleas that lived on this same mongrel 
host. As he jumped along from the ear, to the neck, and 
on down the shoulder, he began to think about how much 
better it would be to have this dog all to himself. Why 
should he have to share it with the others? This idea pos-
sessed him until he could think of nothing else. He stopped 
to rest and think under the dog's warm, soft armpit. Some-
how he had to get rid of the other three fleas. Finally, an 
idea came to him. He had thought of a fine plan. He hop-
ped on back towards the dog's belly in search of his three 
comrades. On the belly, the fleas were relatively out of reach 
of the dog's scratching claws and his nipping teeth, and the 
fur was short and thin enough to allow easy movement. 
The fleas were already there, having satisfied their hunger 
[18] 
Fall, 1959 19 
before he had satisfied his. He spotted them quite easily, 
for their genal combs of heavily pigmented spines stood 
out brightly against the mongrel's white underside. His 
antenna wiggled excitedly as he again thought of his plan 
to liquidate the other three fleas. The time to act was dur-
ing the next meal, he had decided. Until then, he must 
force himself to act as usual around the others. They were 
a suspicious lot. The fleas, bloated to near bursting, rested 
soundly.. .except one. He pretended to sleep, but was too 
busy perfecting his plan to do more than close his eyes. 
It seemed a long time before the other three finally 
roused themselves and started off for their next meal. Each 
went in a different direction. It was safer that way, for the 
mongrel would scratch at one flea, then leave him at peace 
to eat while he scratched at the other three. As was his 
custom, the oldest flea headed for the back of the dog. It 
was not a desirable spot, the back, as far as eating goes, for 
only the veins could be reached here and not the arteries 
in which flowed the delicious, fresh red blood. But here 
at least, the dog could not easily scratch or bite the old 
flea, who had difficulty in jumping of late. 
"Wait, friend!" the first flea called to the old one. "You 
don't look at all well. Why don't you hop down to the 
underside of the forefoot and feast on the thick arteries 
there? They're much nearer to the surface than those on 
the back, and the blood is fresh from the heart." 
"No," said the old flea. "I'm too old to jump quickly 
enough to avoid the dog's gleaming teeth. I will go to the 
back." 
"But see, the dog is asleep," said the first. "He cannot 
harm you." 
The old one looked. The dog was asleep. Its nose was 
resting comfortably on its left foreleg, leaving the right one 
temptingly in sight. The old one worked his mandibles; 
he could almost taste the warm, fresh blood. "I will go," 
he said and started slowly off down the dog's shoulder. 
The first flea waited until the old one had had plenty 
of time to bloat himself with blood. Then he jumped to 
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the dog's nose and tickled it until the dog sneezed and 
woke up. T h e old one felt the dog's leg jerk beneath him 
as it sneezed. He pulled his mandibles out of the puncture 
hole, but before he could move to safety, the dog felt the 
itch on his foreleg and bit the old one neatly in two. 
T h e first flea felt t r iumphant as he excitedly jumped off 
to carry out the rest of his plan. He found one of the other 
two fleas just in back of the mongrel's right ear. "Friend, 
have you heard the tragic news? T h e young ambitious flea 
has just killed the old one. He wants the dog all to himself. 
He'll be after you and me next. We must unite to defend 
ourselves." 
"Yes," agreed the excited third flea. "We must unite 
to defend ourselves." 
" T h e young flea is dangerous," said the first. "We must 
dispose of him before he kills us." 
"We must kill him before he kills us," said the third. 
They hopped off to look for the fourth flea. They 
found him contentedly stuffing himself under the dog's left 
ear. He raised his labrum to look at them just as the third 
flea jumped him. T h e fourth flea was surprised, but he 
soon realized that he was fighting for his life. The i r mandi-
bles locked, and the two opponents faced each other. They 
could not see clearly through their dull eyes. They fought 
fiercly, rolling over and over; first one was on top and then 
the other. The i r saw-edged mandibles remained tightly 
interlocked. Suddenly, the first flea jumped down between 
the heads of the other two, forcing them downward and 
snapping their mandibles. T h e two fleas tumbled free of 
one another. They were utterly defenseless without their 
mandibles, and they knew it. They could not fight, and 
what was even more important, they could no longer eat. 
T h e tubular sucking labrum was too flexible to penetrate 
even the tenderest arteries, unless the mandibles pierced a 
hole first. They dazedly stumbled away. 
T h e first flea, his plan completed quite successfully, 
jumped off to survey his dog. Much later, when he was 
heading for a meal on the dog's neck, he came upon the two 
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broken fleas. H e had deprived them of their connection with 
life-giving blood. As he watched, they fell to the ground 
— dead. 
T h e first flea, now the last, jumped to the neck and 
probed for the warm, thick artery. Immediately, he felt the 
dog's muscles tighten, and he had to jump away. Each time 
he sank his mandibles into the luscious and plentiful blood 
stream, he would have to retract them quickly and jump to 
avoid the crushing blow of the dog's foot. He had never 
before realized how hard it would be to have a dog all to 
himself. Now the mongrel had only one flea to worry about, 
whereas before he had four. When all four of them 
had eaten at once, the dog was kept busy trying to relieve 
first one spot and then the other. Never always the same 
spot, as now. T h e flea was growing weak from lack of food. 
As he continued to fail in his attempts to extract nourish-
ment from the life line of blood, he become still weaker. 
Each time the dog's muscles signaled to him, he would jump 
slower and less far from the crushing paw and raking claws. 
Finally, in utter exhaustion, he bit deeply into the dog's 
neck, and probed for an artery. As he felt the neck muscles 
become taut once more beneath him, he finally found one. 
He sucked the blood greedily, unable to move from that 
spot. His dull eyes saw the shadow of the heavy paw as it 
came up from behind, but still he did not move — he could 
not. He felt the sickening impact as the paw crushed down 
on his back, and the claws raked him loose from the coveted 
artery. 
He felt nothing as the mongrel brushed him to the 
ground and lowered its foot with a sigh of relief. 
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